Abstract. Throughout the years, political scientists have devised a multitude of techniques to position political parties on various ideological and policy/issue dimensions. So far, however, none of these techniques were able to evolve into a "gold standard" in party positioning. Against this background, one could recently witness the appearance of a new methodology for party positioning tightly connected to the spread of Voting Advice Applications (VAAs), i.e. an iterative method that aims at improving over existing techniques due to the combination of party self-placement and expert judgement. Such a method, as pioneered by the Dutch Kieskompas, has been first systematically employed on a large cross-national scale by the EU Profiler VAA in the context of the 2009 European Parliamentary elections. This paper introduces the party placement datasets generated by euandi, a transnational VAA for the 2014 EP elections. The academic relevance of the euandi endeavour lies primarily in its choice to stick to the iterative method of party positioning employed by the EU Profiler in 2009 as well as on the choice to keep as many as seventeen policy statements in the 2014 questionnaire in order to allow for cross-national, longitudinal research on party competition in Europe across a five-year period. The paper provides a review of traditional methods of party positioning and contrasts them to the iterative method employed by the euandi team. It then introduces the specifics of the project, facts and figures of the data collection procedure, the details of the resulting dataset encompassing 242 parties from the whole EU28, and its potential applications.
Introduction
Throughout the years, political scientists have devised a multitude of techniques to position political parties on various ideological and policy/issue dimensions. Consolidated approaches include -but are by no means limited to -self-placement by party supporters/officials and other political actors themselves, expert surveys and manifesto analyses (for a comprehensive overview, see : Marks, 2007a) . So far, however, none of these techniques has been able to impose itself as the "gold standard" in party positioning endeavours (Pennings, 2011) . Particularly troublesome, in this respect, is the still unsuccessful quest for a sound methodology to place political parties across countries and time (Mair, 2001) . Against this background, one could recently witness the appearance of a new methodology for party positioning tightly connected to the spread of Voting Advice Applications (VAAs). Essentially, VAAs are online applications that compare the policy preferences of the users with the position of political parties on the same issues, and offer users a "voting advice" based on the results of this comparison (for an overview of the VAA phenomena, see: Cedroni and Garzia, 2010; Garzia and Marschall, 2014) . In order to provide users with information on the extent to which their preferences match the partisan offer, VAA makers have to profoundly engage in party positioning efforts. Different methods have been employed for this purpose so far, largely overlapping with the traditional scientific techniques (for a review, see: Garzia and Marschall, 2012) . Our focus, however, is on the so-called iterative method (Krouwel et al., 2012 ) that consists of a combination of expert judgement and party self-placement. The method has been pioneered by the Dutch VAA Kieskompas in 2006 and it has been systematically applied to the first supranational VAA, the EU Profiler, in the context of the 2009 EP elections. The making of EU Profiler resulted in the simultaneous coding of over 270 political parties throughout the European Union (and beyond) on as many as 28 policy statements common to all countries. For the first time ever, such a large-scale transnational effort took place in consultation with parties themselves (Trechsel and Mair, 2011) .
On the occasion of the 2014 elections to the European Parliament, several transnational VAAs were developed. This paper introduces the party positioning data generated by the academic team of euandi [reads: EU & I], a large-scale VAA developed by the European University Institute in Italy encompassing 242 parties across the EU28. The academic relevance of the euandi endeavour lies primarily in its choice to stick to the iterative method of party positioning employed by the EU Profiler in 2009 as well as in the choice to keep as many policy items as possible in the 2014 questionnaire in order to allow cross-national, longitudinal research on party competition in Europe across a five-year period. In this paper, we take as our point of departure the lack of consensus regarding the validity and reliability of estimates stemming from the "classic" party positioning techniques. We follow Krouwel and van Elfrinkhof (2013) and take verifiability as the key criterion to address the issue of data quality, with particular reference to the transparency of the measurement process. Prior to introducing the specifics of the euandi project, facts and figures of the data collection procedure, the details of the resulting dataset and its potential applications, we will briefly review the traditional methods of party positioning and contrast them to the iterative method employed by the euandi team.
place parties in the current context as well as retrospectively, at given point(s) in the past (Krouwel and van Elfrinkhof, 2013) . This issue has been successfully addressed by the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES) series, where different sets of experts are asked to place political parties on a number of policy dimensions at intervals of four years. However, " [w] hile it is an advantage that expert surveys can be administered at any time, this does not impede the comparability of the results if the time points within election cycles across and within countries differ" van Elfrinkhof, 2013: p. 1458 ) but it certainly decreases the cross-national reliability of the estimates.
Manifesto coding appears to be more transparent: the codings used are in fact attributed to publicly available party documents. Even in this case, however, it is not always straightforward (and at times not possible) to trace the coder's decision to employ a specific coding category to a concrete piece of text. The best-known cross-national endeavour in party positioning that makes use of this technique is the Comparative Manifesto Project (CMP). Despite this effort, criticism over the techniques employed arose over time. To begin with, the CMP project is based on the assumption that position can be inferred through saliencytwo parties placing the same amount of emphasis on a given issue will be automatically assigned the same position (Gemenis, 2013a) . Moreover, inter-coder reliability has been shown to be very low (Benoit et al., 2009) . The longitudinal character of this study (an asset, in itself) forces coders to use issue categories developed in the early waves of the study dating back to the 1970s that have become progressively irrelevant for the political competition. In other words, higher levels of miscoding are likely to be plaguing the most recent waves of the study (Krouwel and van Elfrinkhof, 2013) . Automated content analysis techniques such as Wordscores perform no better overall. According to Lowe (2008) , it is unclear what assumptions the method makes about political text and how to tell whether they fit particular text analysis applications. More simply put, these analyses, albeit fully replicable and thus reliable, lose in validity insofar as words are just taken out of context. This brief review confirms Gemenis' (2013b) point that "no method of estimating the position of political actors should be viewed as uncontroversial" (p. 271). As with most political science concepts, party positions can only be measured indirectly. For this reason, scholars involved in party positioning efforts have so far defended the validity of their estimates by means of triangulation with the results stemming from competing methodologies (Marks, 2007b; see also: Volkens, 2007) . However, to the extent that none of these techniques can claim to be able to estimate the "right" position of political parties, we do not engage at this point in the cross-validation of our estimates with other potential sources. The appropriateness of the party positioning technique we employ will be rather underlined by the transparency of the methodology as well as the verifiability the estimation process, as described below.
Voting Advice Applications and the iterative method of party positioning: When parties (also) position themselves Most recently, a novel method of placing political parties has appeared, in connection with the spread of Voting Advice Applications (VAAs). Nowadays, it is increasingly common for voters in Europe and elsewhere to compare their political views prior to elections with the positions of the political parties by resorting to VAAs. Today, in countries such as Belgium, Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, and Switzerland the availability of one or more VAA during an electoral campaign can be taken for granted (for an overview of the spread of VAAs across Europe, see : Marschall, 2014) . And they are rather extensively used by citizens. To give a few examples, in the run-up to the 2012 parliamentary election in the Netherlands, 4.9 million users resorted to the pioneering VAA StemWijzer. In absolute numbers, the German Wahl-O-Mat launched before the Federal elections of 2013 was consulted by the largest number of users ever, i.e. 13.2 million. In other words, a number of recent election campaigns in modern, liberal democracies saw anything between a quarter to over half of its electorate refer to such an online platform prior to election day.
The nuclear component that enables the comparison of user preferences with party positions is a political issue statement, e.g. ''Government spending should be reduced in order to lower taxes". The number of issue statements used varies from one VAA to another, but it typically ranges between 25 and 35 statements. Users are solicited to express their degree of agreement or disagreement with each particular statement. The resulting user's preferences are then matched with the policy positions of the parties by an automated algorithm, and a "voting advice" is provided to the user as a result of this calculation. The tight connection between VAA development and party placement efforts is clear: to match voters to parties in a reliable manner, VAAs must position parties correctly on the very same political issue statements submitted to the users.
As in the case of scientific party placement, early VAAs have primarily resorted to elite surveys (e.g., Stemwijzer, Wahl-O-Mat) and to a lesser extent to large-N surveys of social and political scientists (e.g., Irish Pick Your Party, Italian Itanes VoteMatch) to gauge parties' position on the various policy statements. Until recently, however, these techniques have been used in isolation one from another, with the unfortunate consequence that parties have been able to "manipulate" their position in the absence of an external check by expert observers (for the often quoted case of CDA in the Dutch election of 2006, see: van Praag, 2007; see also : Walgrave et al., 2008 for the case of Belgium, and Raimonaite, 2010 for the case of Lithuania).
To avoid these drawbacks, an iterative method, consisting in a combination of expert judgement and party self-placement has been tested by the Dutch VAA Kieskompas (Krouwel et al., 2012) . It has been applied in numerous countries in Europe and beyond in later years (for a review, see: , and it has been then applied to a supranational (European) election with the EU Profiler in 2009 (Sudulich et al., 2014) . The iterative method attempts to maximize the strengths of a combination of consolidated methodologies while at the same time trying to counterbalance the respective weaknesses. Expert coding and party self-placement take place independently, but the respective results are then compared in order to introduce a control mechanism. In the case of the EU Profiler, teams of experts and parties agreed on over 70 percent of the placements already at the first round. The further possibility to interact with the parties in the so-called "calibration" stage led the percentage of agreement between the parties and the team of coders to about 95% (Trechsel and Mair, 2011) .
1 Also, the coding process itself goes beyond the exclusive reliance on the current election manifesto by encompassing a hierarchy of sources (e.g., statements by leading figures, party's internet website, previous party manifestos, and so on) in order to reduce the likelihood that a party cannot be placed on a given policy statement. Moreover, all texts that are taken into account by the expert coders are made publicly available so that each coding choice remains transparent and verifiable at any point. 2 At the very same time, the inclusion of parties in the process reduces the bias inherent to expertplacing of small and new parties, which are likely to know more about themselves than expert coders usually do (see above). As VAAs are always developed in proximity to elections, concerns about the bias induced by the timing within the electoral cycle (as it is the case with CHES and similar cross-national endeavours) are negligible. With more than 270 parties from across the entire EU coded simultaneously on as many as 30 different policy statements in view of the 2009 EP elections, the EU Profiler project represented a breakthrough in cross-national party research (Trechsel and Mair, 2011; Rose and Borz, 2013; Bressanelli, 2013; Bright et al., 2014; Lefkofridi and Katsanidou, 2014) . As a matter of fact none of the available expert and manifesto coding exercises carried out until then were checked with the many parties involved in the development of the VAA. Indeed, a crucial (if not the crucial) issue involved in this methodology lies in the willingness of the parties to participate to the coding process. 103 parties used the opportunity to position themselves in the EU Profiler, "a remarkably high 37.6 percent response rate" (Trechsel and Mair, 2011: p. 13 ). As Gemenis and van Ham (2014) note correctly, "[w]ithout the full and unfettered cooperation of political parties, the...method cannot work as originally intended" (p. 36). Considering that the EU Profiler project represented "the first time that parties themselves have been involved in a cross-national effort to identify their policy positions", Trechsel and Mair (2011) suggest that "more use might be made of their input in similar exercises in the future" (p. 13).
In 2014, the task of making more use of parties' input has been taken up by the euandi project, which was able to substantially increase the proportion of responsive political parties to levels so far never achieved by any cross-national party positioning endeavour. A number of reasons help explaining why more than half of the 242 parties included in the VAA took part in the coding process: the increased relevance of VAAs in the electoral process in a growing number of European democracies (and therefore the familiarity with the method among parties), an increasing expertise among the research teams, the massive spread of (relatively cheap) internet-based technologies necessary to share large amounts of information (e.g., SurveyMonkey) and to undertake multiple rounds of communication on a transnational scale (e.g., Skype) and, last but not least, a potential understanding by parties that European elections may have become more salient events as in the past. Several transnational VAAs have been offered to European voters during the 2014 campaign.
However, only euandi offered voters the possibility to compare their political preferences with the positions estimated in collaboration with the political parties.
3 Not only did euandi use the very same methodology for party placing successfully deployed by the EU Profiler. In fact, the academic team of the project decided to replicate as many policy items as possible -or rather as many as made soundly sense -from the 2009 questionnaire in the 2014 edition of the VAA. In this way, we are now able to provide the political science community with a unique dataset featuring the policy positions of hundreds of political parties in two consecutive EP elections estimated in collaboration with the parties themselves.
The euandi project: Statement selection and coding of the political parties
The euandi VAA was developed by the European University Institute (EUI) in Florence, Italy, in close collaboration with the Berkman Center for Internet and Society at Harvard University and in cooperation with LUISS University in Rome. An International Advisory Board consisting of more than 40 of the world's leading political scientists in Europe and the United States was actively linked to the project. 4 The backbone of the project consisted of its twenty-eight country teams, including 121 highly trained and knowledgeable social scientists at the doctoral or post-doctoral level, researching and coding the political parties featured in the tool. 5 The majority of country team members were affiliated with the EUI, but several collaborators were based in other parts of Europe. More than a quarter of the coding personnel could be considered "expert coders" insofar as they had already worked for the EU Profiler project back in 2009. Available in 24 languages, euandi invited users to react to 28 policy statements covering a wide range of contemporary policy issues and political values in European politics as well as to two policy statements specific to the user's national political context. Not only did the tool help people identify which political parties represented their views, but it also provided an innovative platform for community building, where people from all over Europe could connect with each other (via Facebook) based on their political views. When selecting parties for inclusion in the tool, the euandi team tried to be as inclusive as possible. Almost every party currently having (at least) a seat in either the European Parliament or the national parliament has been included. Indeed, the exclusion of a party was only considered if a range of opinion polls strongly suggested that the party would not win a single seat in the election. 6 In the end, the parties included in the tool amounted to 242 (M=8.6 per country) which, multiplied by 30 statements, makes the number of individual placings available in the euandi dataset equal to 7260 (M=60 per coder). It goes almost without saying that the quality of euandi -as in any other VAA endeavour, for that matters -depends first and foremost on the content and formulation of its statements (Walgrave et al., 2009; Lefevere and Walgrave, 2014; Van Camp et al., 2014) . This task was undertaken in close collaboration with the project's International Advisory Board. The first, relatively obvious criterion was to look for statements that were politically relevant. Whether one likes Wagner more than Verdi cannot become a statement. However, whether legalization of same-sex marriage is a good idea or not is, in 2014 and still in many places, an excellent candidate for inclusion (and it eventually became part of the 30 statements). Statements are suitable for inclusion when parties running in the campaign take up very different positions vis-à-vis that issue. And this is what we were looking for: statements that were able to discriminate between parties. On these grounds, valence issues (e.g., high employment, low taxation, unpolluted environment) were excluded from the outset. Furthermore, we wanted to cover the issues at stake in the European election campaign of 2014 as broadly as possible. For this, we used the results of opinion polls, earlier party manifesto coding, experts, academics and journalists -we consulted many of these sources to find out what topics were important in these elections, what issues were hot, what areas of politics were going to become crucial in these elections. This way we were able to counterbalance one of the major drawbacks of CMP, namely, the reliance on a set of issue positions developed decades before the election of interest. We tried nonetheless to maximize the amount of longitudinal data by choosing to keep 17 out of the 28 common questions of the EU Profiler (basically, we only excluded statements when it became clear that they lost relevance in the course of the last EP legislature). 7 6 After the launch of the VAA on April 16, 2014, a number of parties manifested their discontent with the project leadership's choice to exclude them. The Estonian Whistleblowersparty (in Estonian: Euroopa Vilepuhujate Partei) led by the Dutch citizen Joeri Wiersman "blew the Whistle…in the interest of democracy and an independent and objective Vote advisory" (email communication with the euandi project leadership). In the light of their exclusion, Slovenian ZARES reported to the country team leadership their unhappiness with their "unsubstantial" replies and informed of their intention to forward them to the Institute for Electronic Participation (INePA) for evaluation. Incidentally, the head of INePA happened to be also member of the Slovenian country team. It is worth noting that neither of these parties reached the minimum threshold of 1 percent that we considered the minimal requirement for targeting inclusion in the VAA. Indeed, only fourteen parties (six of which from Spain) that eventually gained a seat in the 8 th EP Legislature have not been featured in euandi.
7 When compiling the final list of statements, we tried for as much as possible to take into account the findings from the emerging literature on content and formulation of VAA statements. On these grounds, we excluded two statements from the 2009 set (no. 4 and 18) in the light of the useful criticisms outlined by Gemenis (2013b) . In spite of Van Camp et al.'s (2014) suggestion regarding double-barrelled statements, we decided to keep quite a few such items based on two major reasons -the most obvious one being longitudinal comparability. The second reason departs from Gemenis' idea that presenting policy alternatives in terms of trade-offs is "a legitimate concern when asking about spending preferences" (Gemenis, 2013b: p. 272 ). We extended this logic to other domains such as environmental policies that -in absence of a clear trade-off (e.g., support of renewable energies can only come with increased energy costs, at least in the short-term) -would turn a given issue statement into a valence (and thus unsuitable) issue statement. Finally, the lack of concreteness on behalf of some of the statements represented the only way in which a common questionnaire of 28 statements could be fruitfully applied to as many as 28 different national political contexts. The loss in 
7.
The legalisation of same sex marriages is a good thing 8.
Embryonic stem cell research should be stopped
9.
The legalisation of the personal use of soft drugs is to be welcomed 10.
Euthanasia should be legalised
Finances and taxes

11.
Government spending should be reduced in order to lower taxes 12.
The EU should acquire its own tax raising powers 13.
Bank and stock market gains should be taxed more heavily
Economy and work
Governments should reduce workers' protection regulations in order to fight unemployment 15.
The state should provide stronger financial support to unemployed workers 16.
The EU should relax its austerity policy in order to foster economic growth
Environment, transport and energy
17.
The promotion of public transport should be fostered through green taxes (e.g. road taxing) 18.
Renewable sources of energy (e.g. solar or wind energy) should be supported even if this means higher energy costs
Law and order 19.
Restrictions of personal privacy on the Internet should be accepted for public security reasons 20.
Criminals should be punished more severely 21.
Access to abortion should become more restricted
Foreign policy
The European Union should strengthen its security and defence policy 23. On foreign policy issues the EU should speak with one voice
European integration
European integration is a good thing 25.
To tackle the sovereign debt crisis, the member states of the Eurozone should be allowed to issue common bonds (Eurobonds concreteness is widely compensated by the high generalizability that makes some of the statements (e.g., "Immigrants from outside Europe should be required to accept our culture and values", "European integration is a good thing") especially useful for comparative party research. For the remaining 11 spots, we included highly salient topics (e.g., research on embryonic stem cells, personal privacy on the internet, Eurobonds and so on). The resulting list of 28 statements encompasses a highly balanced set of political issues, grouped into nine areas covering a large proportion of contemporary democratic policy making and attitudes toward politics in the 28 EU member states (see Table 1 ).
In terms of dimensionality, the results of the factor analysis presented in Table 2 highlight that the large majority of items load onto three major factors corresponding to the economic left-right (Factor 1), the pro-anti EU continuum (Factor 2), and a progressiveconservative dimension (Factor 3). Interestingly, the items on immigration from outside the EU (no. 4 and 5) do not seem to group with any other factor, and so do environmental issues (no. 17 and 18). Only one item (no. 3 on limitation of pension benefits) does not appear to group with any of the other issues.Political parties running in the 2014 EP elections and selected by the euandi team for inclusion in the tool were given the opportunity to react to the 30 statements and to provide their self-placement on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from "completely disagree" to "completely agree" plus a "no opinion" option. The euandi team prepared a message in the corresponding country's language and contacted by email all the parties targeted for inclusion. The invitation email went off simultaneously on February 10, 2014. In the email, parties were invited to fill in an online SurveyMonkey questionnaire, motivating their choices by supplying supporting material. Information on the name of the person filling out the survey, the person's position in the party and his/her contact details were also sought. The initial deadline given to the parties to complete the survey was March 10. In many cases, however, an extension was sought by those parties whose EP election programme had not yet been released. Eventually, the deadline was extended to April 1. Whenever a party carried out its own self-placement and documented its positions thoroughly and convincingly, its coding became final. 8 In parallel, country teams proceeded to code parties' positions. Our experts were asked to specify what documentation they had used in order to place parties. They were invited to use eight types of sources hierarchically orderedthe top being the party's own EP election manifesto. In instances where the party did not provide any supporting material for documenting its opinion, the researchers referred to other party manifestos, party websites, statements in the media and other secondary sources (see Table 3 ). As coding reliability depends to a substantial extent on the type of documents used (Gemenis, 2013b) we note that the majority of party positions coded in euandi are based on the "best" sources: the EU election manifesto 2014 of the national party, the party election platform, the current/latest national election manifesto, and other programmatic and official party documentation. The majority of all codings were indeed based on primary party sources. When such sources were not available, a major source of information was represented by recent interviews and media coverage (17 percent of the total). Only upon necessity, our coders resorted to actions and statements of members of parliament and government (10 percent) and to various other sources from before 2013 (4 percent). ii.
Party Election Platform 10.8% (815) iii.
Current/latest national election manifesto 16.6% (1244) iv.
EU Election Manifesto 2014 of Europarties 3.2% (238) v.
Other programmatic and official party documentation 16.9% (1272) vi.
Actions/statements of party representatives in government and parliament 9.5% (715) vii. Interviews and other coverage in media outlets in 2013-2014 13.0% (979) viii. Older Election Manifestos, party documentation, statements and interviews 4.4% (334) ix.
Other 11.5% (868) TOTAL 100% (7516) Note: Total N exceeds 7260 because coders could use multiple sources when coding a party on a given statement. In case of parties coded "no opinion" on a given statement (N=1137) no source was provided.
When the party self-placement and the expert coding were completed, the two results were compared, and the so-called calibration stage began. Where there were discrepancies, the party was asked to provide more support for its declared position, and a final answer was identified. Where parties declined the invitation, country teams took care of positioning the parties based on the available documentation. The results of the expert coding were then submitted to all parties, independently of them having previously cooperated with euandi or not. Parties were offered the choice to engage once more with the country team in case of disagreements. One third of the parties who already took place in the self-placement exercise took advantage of this further possibility. A number of parties (5 percent of the total) not previously involved in the self-placement engaged with the country team only at the calibration stage (see Table 4 ). Parties who took part only in the self-placement stage 33% (80) Parties who took part only in the calibration stage 5%
Parties who did not cooperate at all 45%
TOTAL 100% (242) More than a hundred parties simply ignored our repeated attempts to get in contact with them. In a very few instances, parties actively self-excluded themselves on different grounds.
9 Nevertheless, the majority of political parties targeted for inclusion in the tool accepted to take part in either the self-placement and/or the calibration stages, thanks also to the sustained efforts brought about by the euandi country teams. Overall, 55 percent of all the parties contacted by the euandi team engaged in this cooperative endeavour. Admittedly, the road has been long and, at times, winding. Several parties asked (without success) for changes in the question wording, while a number of others insisted on the request to be coded separately from other partners in their respective electoral alliances. 10 Some parties openly disagreed with the iterative method and argued that, if any, they are the ones to know their position best. Our country teams tried to persuade the parties of our willingness to accept their opinions only as long as these opinions could be documented on the basis of publicly available information. While in most cases our country team leaders could settle down the issue, some parties threatened (again, without success) to withdraw from euandi, as it was the case with Danish liberal party Venstre. The Greek party Dimiourgia Xana! even threatened the project leadership with taking up legal actions in case euandi did not comply with their self-placement straight away. Except for these few examples, however, the largest part of the endeavour took place in a collaborative way. Some parties even came to change their position after interaction with the country teams, who argued convincingly (based on the very party's documents) in favour of their original coding choices (e.g., Czech Piràti). In other instances, our coders found themselves in the position of igniting a process of deliberation within the parties that led them to turn a non-attitude into an actual policy position. Finland's Pirate Party, for instance, launched a web-survey among its EP candidates to identify a unitary party position in response to our self-placement questionnaire. In Slovenia, Solidarnost even admitted they had not taken a position on certain questions yet, and asked its self-positioning to be taken as indicative of their positions. The country team agreed to the party drawing up a list of newly taken positions and to the party sending in an official document that could be quoted. The Croatian Nacionalni Forum -a new party formed only in early 2014 -stated that our expert coding, based on the few public documents the team could find, would misrepresent them since they had opinions about all the statements, bus simply did not have the chance to express them so far. Also in this case, the country team accepted that the party could answer all the statements, together with a relatively elaborate explanation of their stances. The party also agreed that their complete answers to the euandi survey would have been made available on the party's website. 100.0% (6) +33.3% Belgium 76.9% (13) 91.7% (12) +14.8% Cyprus 100.0% (6) 62.5% (8) -37.5% Denmark 66.7% (9) 50.0% (8) -16.7% Finland 83.3% (12) 70.0% (10) -13.3% France 12.5% (16) 30.0% (10) +17.5% Germany 50.0% (10) 61.5% (13) +11.5% Greece 42.9% (7) 33.3% (12) -9.6% Ireland 14.3% (7) 66.7% (6) +52.4% Italy 12.5% (8) 63.6% (11) +51.1% Luxemburg 37.5% (8) 87.5% (8) +50.0% Malta 50.0% (4) 33.3% (3) -16.7% Netherlands 81.8% (11) 91.7% (12) +9.9% Portugal 8.3% (12) 12.5% (8) +4.2% Spain 63.6% (11) 75.0% (4) +11.4% Sweden 72.7% (11) 90.0% (10) +17.3% United Kingdom 8.3% (24) 23.1% (13) +14.8%
Total West 49.9%
(175)
61.3%
(154)
+11.4%
Bulgaria 37.5% (8) 25.0%
-12.5% Croatia 14.3%
57.1%
+42.8% Czech Republic 22.2% (9) 50.0% (10) +27.8% Estonia 50.0% (8) 85.7%
+35.7% Hungary 66.7% (6) 83.3% (6) +16.6% Latvia .0% (9) 14.3% (7) +14.3% Lithuania .0% (9) 57.1% (7) +57.1% Poland 22.2% (9) 37.5% (8) +15.3% Romania .0% (5) .0% (9) 0.0% Slovakia .0% (6) 30.0% (10) +30.0% Slovenia 44.4% (9) 66.7%
+22.3%
Total CEE 23.4% (85) 46.1% (88) +22.7% TOTAL EU28 39.5% (260) 55.0%
(242)
+15.5%
Note: Data for 2009 comes from: Trechsel and Mair, 2011. Let us now consider the bigger picture, through a descriptive analysis of the trends in response rates by country and year (data relative to 2009 is referred to the EU Profiler project). If one looks separately at the top and the bottom panel of Table 5 , relative to Western Europe and Central and Eastern Europe respectively, it can be observed that already in 2009 half of the Western parties took part in the process. In the East, this figure was not even half as high (23 percent). In 2014, both sides of the Union have increased their figures. Yet, while the percentage increase is "only" 11 percent in the case of Western countries, the figure gets more than doubled in CEE countries. Among individual countries, we single out Austria as the only country in which all parties took part in the 2014 coding, a tribute in particular to the efforts of the Austrian team leader, Zoe Lefkofridi. Very high cooperation rates are also reported in Sweden and the Benelux countries -the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg. The latter also scores among those countries with the highest proportional growth in terms of participation (+50 percent) together with Ireland and Italy. In CEE, the most cooperating country is Estonia, where 6 out of 7 parties (85.7 percent) cooperated. Hungarian and Slovenian teams have also been able to involve over two thirds of the targeted parties in the process. The best proportional increase, however, comes from Lithuania, where not a single party cooperated in 2009. In 2014, more than half of Lithuanian parties took part in the coding. Romania remains the only country featuring the participation of no party whatsoever in either project. Overall, euandi increased the figures of EU Profiler up to 55 percent. Never before a transnational party positioning exercise coded so many parties (242, and on as many as 30 issue statements) in collaboration with the majority of the parties involved.
In 2014, not even the EP family of the party could discriminate substantially in terms of participation (see Table 6 ). Whereas in 2009 only the parties belonging to the Greens/EFA group reported participation figures above 50 percent, this time virtually all major groups (i.e., ALDE, EPP, Greens/EFA, GUE/NGL, S&D) scored above that threshold. The complete irrelevance of the East/West divide as well as the belonging to a specific party family is more rigorously shown by the results of a logistic regression where the dependent variable measures whether a party agreed to participate in the coding (see Table 7 ). The inclusion of further party-level variables such as their electoral size or their government/opposition status does not increase in a statistically significant way our ability to predict if a party decided to take part in the coding. Indeed, the key finding comes from VAA-related variables. Clearly, parties operating in political systems where VAAs have nowadays turned into a major campaign player are more likely to take part in the coding effort.
11
This finding generates further encouragement for future coding efforts in this direction, in the light of the recent massive spread of VAAs. We find that also coders' skills do make a difference. Country teams involving expert coders were statistically more likely to involve a higher number of parties in the coding process.
12
Note that no statistically significant correlation [r=-.03, p=.68] exists between the number of experienced coders in a team and the familiarity with VAAs in the respective country. Good coders do not need to come necessarily from VAA countries.
Concluding remarks
Over the last decades, political scientists have progressively engaged with competing methodologies for empirically determining the positions of political parties. While academics kept struggling with the quest for a "gold standard" technique, VAAs made their bold appearance. Online websites matching the views of voters with the policy positions of political parties have been developed in virtually all European democracies. In several countries, more than one VAA is offered to voters. Different methodologies have been deployed by the makers of VAAs to position political parties on the issues at stake. Amongst them, the iterative method would seem to allow more rigorous validation, due to the combination of party self-placement and expert judgement. Such a methodology was first deployed on a large, cross-national scale by the EU Profiler VAA in the context of the 2009 EP elections. In the subsequent elections of 2014, several transnational VAAs were offered to European voters. In this paper, we have introduced the party position estimates generated by one such VAA. As argued, the scientific relevance of the euandi project lies above all in the choice to stick to the iterative method of party positioning already employed in the EU Profiler project as well as in the choice to keep as many as seventeen policy items in the 2014 questionnaire in order to allow for cross-national, longitudinal research on party competition in the European Union member states.
We have reasons to believe that the use of the iterative method in connection with the recent VAA development represents a promising way for studying party positions across time and space. As said, degrees of cooperation on behalf of parties are increasingly high in the light of the growing relevance of VAAs in the electoral process. Users' electoral behaviour was affected by VAAs, as shown by several studies (see Alvarez et al., 2014; Andreadis and Wall, 2014) and parties appear to be progressively more aware of it . More systematic interactions between parties and increasingly skilled teams of VAA developers -whose interest is to produce the best application possible in an ever more crowded VAA market -permits to envisage ever more accurate datasets on party positions. The possibilities of the iterative method for party positioning will unfold at their maximum in conjunction with the making of further transnational VAAs willing to value the replication of issue statements across time.
In terms of potential applications, VAA-generated data represents a compelling source for research on party competition and political representation. Traditional analyses of mass-elite congruence commonly resorted to traditional survey designs. In this respect, VAAs would seem to feature a number of advantages. As a matter of fact, VAAs are able to attract millions of respondents during an election campaign and, even more importantly, they allow for comparisons of issue positions of voters and parties using the same data source. As a result, measurement of the extent to which parties and voters are overlapping will be strongly facilitated. The rise of supranational VAAs will also allow researchers to develop and to test empirically-driven theories of party competition across levels of governance, as well as to dig deeper into the dynamics of multi-level representation (Lefkofridi and Katsanidou, 2014) and, ultimately, to empirically assess the opportunities and pitfalls stemming from the construction of a truly transnational voting space (Bright et al., 2014) in the EU and beyond.
